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of the tomb upward and forming a chamber above. Below
this, and round the grave of the Apostle, were buried the
Popes for the first two centuries, from St. Linus, who succeeded
St. Peter, to St. Victor, who reigned probably from 189 until
199 A.D.

When the Emperor Constantine became Christian and
the persecutions came to an end, he granted the request of
Pope Sylvester that a great church might be built above the
ancient Papal cemetery in the Via Cornelia. According to
the custom of the time, the original grave was not touched and
old St. Peter's was built round it in such a way that the tomb
lay beneath the high altar. Constantine used the north wall
of the old Roman Circus of Nero as the foundation for the
south wall of his basilica, so that the south side of old St.
Peter's occupied nearly the whole northern portion of the
Circus from whose tiers of seats the Roman crowds had watched
the burning and crucifixion of the martyrs over two and a
half centuries before.

The early pilgrims entered a church very different from the
present St. Peter's. Five and thirty steps, which pilgrims
ascended on their knees, led to the fa9ade of the entrance
court, or atrium, a large marble court open to the sky and
surrounded by cloisters. In the centre of this court marble
columns upheld a bronze canopy beneath which was a colossal
gilded pine cone that gushed water, an ablution fountain for
the use of those about to enter the church.

Crossing this court in the sunlight, the pilgrims passed
into a vast, dim church of pillars, where seven hundred lights
burned day and night before fifty-two altars and chapels.
The walls and arches glowed with gold mosaic, and the floor
was of white marble taken from Nero's circus. Towards the
west end of the church twisted columns upheld a canopy;
beneath this lay the tomb of St. Peter. The church ended in a
western apse and a wide, semi-circular tribune with a central
throne for the Pope, and on the arch of the tribune was the
famous mosaic, now lost, showing the Emperor Constantine on
his knees, offering a model of his church to the Saviour.

Had we visited old St. Peter's at the time of the^Saxon
pilgrimages, we should have knelt at the Confession as pilgrims
do to-day, but we might have been able to see the tomb of